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A Clinical and Research Centre of Neuro - Behavioural Science 

OUR SERVICES: 

• Counselling Centre 

• Child and Adolescent Guidance Clinic 

• Marital Therapy Centre 

• Mental Health Hospital 

• De-addiction Clinic with AA Groups 

• Geriatric Care Centre and ‘Pakal Veedu’ 

• Rehabilitation Unit 

• Learning Disability Clinic 

• Resource Centre for Community 
sensitization and health education 

• Psychiatric Training Centre for students- nursing, 
psychology and psychiatric social work. 

OUR FACILITIES: 

• Regular OPD form 8.30 a.m. to 4 p.m. on Monday to Friday and upto 1 p.m. only, 
on Saturdays. 

• 24 hr. psychiatric emergency-service 

• 150-bedded in-patient residential facility comprising of hygienic, well ventilated 
general wards, single and double rooms (with and without A/C) 
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Articles 


WOMEI\l ll\l REVELATION: 

A FEMINIST READING OF THE BOOK OF REVELATION 

Nithya Mariam John 


The Book of Revelation, the 
last of all books in Bible, was written 
in the context of persecution of the 
Christian community in the first 
century. Christianity was in its 
beginning stage, and the community 
was looked upon with suspicion by 
the Roman imperial power. Many of 
the ceremonies of the conniunity 
were looked upon with dire distrust 
by the Roman authorities. Diamiaid 
Mac Culloch in his ‘A History of 
Christianity’ says, “There arose 
reports of incest from their talk of 
love-feasts, of cannibalism from the 
language of eating and drinking body 
and blood [of Christ]... the Roman 
authorities, paranoid about any 
secret associations, sought to 
supress troublemakers who wasted 
taxpayers’ money by provoking 
disturbances of the peace” (159). 
The preaching by Christians often 
provoked wrath from the Jews who 
could not accept that Jesus was the 
Messiah. This often led to open 
squirmishes and provoked violence 
from the angry Jews. John, the 
Christian disciple and writer, fries to 
justify the imminent divine judge¬ 
ment on the Roman imperial forces 
which deny freedom to practise the 
Christian faith. In Mac Culloch’s 
words, “from time to time, the 
Christians faced mob harassment 
and official persecution, which in the 
worst cases ended in public exe¬ 
cutions preceded by prolonged 
torture and ritual humiliation, the 
victims stripped naked in front of a 
gleeful crowd in sporting arenas” 
(161). John W. Marshall in “Gender 


and Empire” says that it is through 
domination, exploitation and an 
ideology of natural domination that 
the Empire tried to rule (20). The 
result was violence upon the 
minority community. It is in the 
context of violence, death and 
bloodshed that the Book of 
Revelation tries to answer the 
question posed by the slained 
Christian souls, imaginatively 
protrayed in Rev.6.10-11, as to how 
long they should wait for the divine 
judgement on those who shed their 
blood. 

The reading becomes proble¬ 
matic when considered in the wider 
context of the sexualised images 
used. Marshall says, “Sexualised 
violence against women is one of 
John’s primary modes of depicting 
God’sjudgement”(19). The female 
symbols are projected so as to 
criticise the colonial rule of the 
Roman power. The images characte¬ 
rise the ideology of patriarchal society. 
Vander Stichele in her “Remembering 
the Whore” opines that gender- 
biased symbols are expressions of 
realities in society. She quotes Exum 
that it shapes “perceptions of reality 
and of gender relations for men and 
women” (116). The symbols in one 
way or the other emulates the 
representation of women in culture 
and society. A woman for John is 
either good or bad, angel or witch, 
active/passive, pure/impure and 
most of all a woman who is either 
protected or codemned by God. 


The options for womanhood 
are restricted by the writer as he 
proceeds justifying ways of God to 
men. Whether as good wives or 
tempting whores, the female 
characters are representatives of 
ideals formulated by and on behalf 
of males in a discourse written 
primarily by and for men. 

The paper aims at an analysis 
of the female images in Revelation, 
and the politics behind the same. 
There are not many women images 
in the text. The deviant woman 
leader, Jezebel is named in particular 
(Rev.2.20). In Rev. 12, we have a 
mother, “a woman clothed with the 
sun”. In Rev. 17-19 we get the picture 
of a whore, “the mother of harlots”. 
The final representation of woman is 
in chapter 21 as the Lamb’s bride. 
The above images are all symbols 
representing one or the other 
physical or mental realities during the 
times of John. The Book of 
Revelation is often a text which 
creates an alternative symbolic 
universe of alternative identities, well 
constructed by the imagination of the 
writer. Revelation is not a text about 
women, but uses women figuratively 
to put across certain ideas. 

The images of Mother, Bride and 
Whore, which are the major female 
figures in the text are stereotypical 
representations of women. The 
mother image in Rev. 12 shows a 
woman clothed with the sun, with 
the moon under her feet and wearing 
a crown of twelve stars. She is 
pregnant and cries out in childbirth. 
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A red dragon stands in front of her 
ready to devour her child; but her 
son is safely snatched up to God and 
his paradise. In the ensuing battle 
between the dragon and the angels 
in heaven, the dragon is hurled down 
to earth. In anger it pursues the 
woman who flees on wings to the 
wilderness. Then the dragon spews 
water like river from its mouth to 
drown the woman in it, but the earth 
comes to the woman’s aid, and 
swallows the water. Then the dragon 
gets even more enraged and goes off 
to fight with the followers of her 
offspring (Rev. 12.1-17). 

The image of whore in Rev, is 
introduced as “the prostitute who sits 
by many waters” (Rev. 17.1). The 
kings of the earth have committed 
adultery with her and the inhabitants 
of the earth are “intoxicated with the 
wine of her adultery” (Rev.] 7.2). 
The woman sits on a scarlet beast, 
covered with blasphemous names, 
and has seven heads and ten horns. 
She is dressed in purple and scarlet 
and in glittering gold and precious 
stones. Hie golden cup in her hand is 
filled with abominable tilings and filth 
of her adultery. She is drunk with the 
blood ofholy people. Hie name written 
on her forehead is “Babylon, the 
Great. The Mother of Prostitutes and 
of the Abominations of the Earth”. 
(Rev. 17.1-5). The woman is later 
interpreted as “the great city which 
rules over the kings of the earth” 
(Rev. 17. 18). 

The Bride is a perfect contrast 
to the whore-image. The New 
Jerusalem, the City of God, descends 
like a “bride adorned for her husband” 
(Rev.2 1.2). The descent of the bride 
is accompanied by perfect happiness, 
no tears, sorrow or pain. The bride 
is described as “the Lamb’s wife” 


(Rev.21.9). The wife is the holy city 
descending from heaven, having the 
glory of God. “Her light was like a 
precious stone, like a jasper stone, 
clear as crystal. Also she had a 
great and high wall with twelve 
gates, and twelve angels at the gates, 
and names written on them, which are 
the names of the twelve tribes of 
children ofIsrael”(Rev.2 1.11,12). Hie 
wall of the city had twelve foun¬ 
dations, and the names were those of 
twelve apostles. Hie city is measured, 
and is of pure gold (Rev.2 1.18). 
Twelve stones and pearls adorn the 
foundations of die city, and the twelve 
gates. God was the light of the city. 
The gates of the city are open forever, 
only those whose names are written 
in the Lamb’s Book of Life shall enter 
the gates. Hie defiled do not have any 
entry (Rev.2 1.25-27). 

The three images move in 
contrast to one another. The mother 
symbolises Israel, the bride symbolises 
the newly chosen people of God or 
the Christians, and the whore 
symbolises the City of Rome. The 
mother is the example ofperfectpurity 
and piety. AdelaYarbro Collins in her 
essay “Feminine Symbolism in The 
Book of Revelation” opines, 

.the woman is characte¬ 
rized both by power and by 
weakness. Her power is mani¬ 
fest in her description as a 
heavenly being, as cosmic queen, 
and in her ability to bring forth a 
child who will be a universal king. 
Her weakness is evident in her 
vulnerability to the attacks of the 
dragon, her inability to protect 
herself and her child, and her 
dependency on the outside for the 
protection and rescue (124). 

The persecuted Christians 
identify themselves easily with such 


a Mother figure. Like them she is 
also persecuted. They claim that 
their names have been written in the 
Book of Life (Rev.3.5). But they 
are also vulnerable. Some have been 
arrested, some killed and martyrdom 
was not something new for them. 
The rescue of the woman gives them 
hope that one day they too will have 
a rest. 

The whore is the most detested 
at the “mother of all abominations”. 
The judgement which befalls the 
whore is a clear example of what 
Marshall calls “sexualised violence” 
in “Gender and Empire” (32). 
Vander Stichele in her “Remem¬ 
bering the Whore” remarks, “In 
accord with what can be seen as 
the timeless rhetoric of war; the 
enemy is literally stripped of her 
humanity and presented as an 
incarnation of evil” (107). The 
whore is stripped off her humane 
qualities when presented as 
adulterous, mother of harlots and her 
mouth dripping innocent blood. By 
the adulterous nature of Rome, John 
refers to then rampant practice of 
Roman emperors who indulged in 
narcissism, and claimed emperor 
worship. Rev. 18 depicts the trades 
undertaken by Rome: gold, silver, 
precious stones, fine linen and 
purple, silk and scarlet, wood, ivory, 
bronze, iron, marble, cinnamon, 
incense, fragrant oil, frankincense, 
wine, oil, wheat, flour; cattle, sheep, 
horses, chariots and even bodies of 
men (Rev. 18.12-13). That is how, 
according to John, she has commi¬ 
tted adultery with many kings (Rev. 
18.3). The wealth and association 
with the kings of the world is what 
the writer calls “whoring”. 

The bride is the perfect 
example of femininity which is for 
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the writer, to be emulated by the 
readers. The Christian community 
is depicted as the bride of Christ. 
Lynn R. Huber in “Unveiling the 
Bride: Rev. 19. 1-8 and Roman 
Social Discourse” says, “Placed in 
contrast to a negatively construed 
image of feminine power (the great 
prostitute of ch. 17), Revelation’s 
bride is the eroticised woman of 
male fantasy: she is undefiled, silent 
and ready for her man” (161). The 
bride is the most docile creature in 
the whole text and the only woman 
image granted voice, even if it is a 
single word, “Come”. She stands 
with the third in the trinity, the Holy 
Spirit, while uttering the word. The 
reason for granting her voice maybe 
because she is silent otherwise, shy 
and homely, quite the opposite of the 
whore who is dressed in scarlet, and 
has committed adultery with the 
kings of the nations. 

According to Huber, the main 
reason for highlighting the bride image 
is in the context of die Augustan moral 
vision of the household in maintaining 
Roman peace and power (163). The 
strength of the individual families in 
maintaining Pax Romana was 
important. Huber concludes that the 
imperial discourse provided the 
prevailing backdrop for other fomis 
of discourse, including that of 
Christians (164). Depicting Rome as 
a prostitute, and the Christian 
community as the bride, John 
challenges the notion of domus 
(household) of the Roman regime. 
The writer uses the same patriarchal 
weapon used by Rome- depicting 
nations as women- so as to subvert 
the ideology of Roman familial 
discourse. The bride in Rev. 21 is the 
“desirable “ woman. Barbara 
Rossing in The Choice Between 
Two Cities: Whore, Bride and 


Empire in the Apocalypse notes that 
Revelation’s personification of cities 
functions as part of rhetoric in Jewish 
and Greco-Roman literary tradition 
(164). 

The two contrastive women 
images persuade the audience to 
align with the desirable woman 
characterised by her beauty and 
adornment. In contrast to the whore 
image, the bride shows the exul¬ 
tation of the strict management of 
women’s sexuality. The whore will 
be made desolate and naked, and her 
flesh will be eaten and burnt in fire 
(Rev. 17.16), whereas the mother is 
protected in the wilderness (Rev. 
12.14), and the bride is offered rest 
forever, a happy eternity with no tears 
(Rev.2 1.4). The exultation in the fall 
of the whore implies that women are 
prone to such violence on their bodies. 
On 23 March 2012, “The Hindu” 
reported that an army official in 
Bhutan, cut his wife’s body into 
twenty two pieces. The violence on 
die prostitute’s body is an image which 
stands for the violence which mars 
women’s bodies all over the world. 

Jezebel is a woman prophet in 
the Thyatiran church. She,for the 
writer, teaches and seduces people 
to commit sexual immorality and eat 
food sacrificed to idols. Even though 
she was given time to repent of her 
sexual immorality, she did not repent. 
Hie punishment is to throw her on the 
sick-bed, and kill her children 
(Rev.2.20-23). There is a debate 
among biblical scholars as to if it is 
the name of the leader or only a 
symbolic representation. Jezebel is the 
name of an Old Testament foreign 
Queen, King Ahab’s wife, who is 
described as giving orders to murder 
Israelite prophets (1 Kings. 19,2 1). 
She is also the one who kills Naboth 
and acquires his vineyard for her 


husband in a treacherous plot. The 
name reminds the readers about a 
woman who is innately evil and 
entices her husband into murder and 
treachery. 

Miyon Chung in “Feminist 
Interpretations ofApocalyptic Sym¬ 
bols” quotes Susan Garrett, a 
feminist theologian that John 
purposefully attributed that name to 
the woman prophet because her 
prophetic role in the community 
threatened his authority as the father 
of the community (117). The writer 
is in clear tenns in contest with the 
woman leader. Her teaching is a 
source ofbeguiling the people, which 
is why he criticises her. Food is a 
code associated with uncontrolled 
sexuality. The whore is also shown 
with a wine cup and she is drunk 
with the blood of saints. Pamela 
Thimines in heri’Teaching and 
Beguiling my Servants: the Letter to 
Thyatira (Rev.2. 18-29)” says, “In 
countless cultures eating is a sexual 
andgendered experience; gender 
and eating as well as sex and eating 
are seen as overlapping metaphors 
because food is a code, a language 
that contributes to the organisation 
of a social world” (83). Jezebel also 
entices her followers to take part in 
food sacrificed to the idols. The 
taking part in food practices is 
synonymous to the accomodation 
with Roman social practices, which 
must be why John is angry with 
Jezebel. Her gender and her food 
habits link mercilessly, for the writer. 
“Sickbed” and woman can signify 
the division between the religious 
mindset of purity and impurity. A 
woman on her sickbed can also 
signify a woman in her religiously 
or socially defined “impure” condi¬ 
tions. John clearly tries to draw the 
line between purity and impurity, holy 
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and unholy through the symbol of the 
sickbed. 

The writer uses stereotypical 
images of women, which are binary 
opposites to expose his desire for a 
better future and indignation at the 
gloomy present. The images are 
symbols which reflect the patriarchal 
notions of the writer which he 
manipulates so as to get the 
message to the readers. The binary 
opposites restrict the individuality of 
the women, promotes sexualised 
violence and exhorts controlled 
passion of women. The mother is 
venerated for her bravery, and also 
appreciated for receding to the 
background after giving birth to her 
son who is taken to heaven after the 


birth. A woman of the private sphere 
is celebrated, whereas the one who 
exerts herself hi public is demeaned. 
Jezebel goes outside the parameters 
of prescribed womanly role when she 
prophesises in public and teaches 
differently. The whore celebrates her 
dominance in the public sphere, while 
the bride stays wit hin the boundaries. 
She is the city with opened gates, yet 
fortified walls. The entry is only for 
the pure, while the unholy trades with 
the whore. The indignation of the 
writer at the present crisis faced by 
his community is evident, and so is 
the gender bias. The images of 
women, which are also symbolic, are 
placed as binaries which emphasise 
the sexualised politics of repre¬ 
sentation. 
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